Sayings of the Desert People 


These card game rules are © 2021 by James Banks, licensed Creative Commons - Attribution Only 4.0. 
You can copy, distribute, and modify this without restrictions, as long as you give the author attribution. 


See https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ for more information. 


This is version 0.2 of the game (released 29 November 2023). If you have feedback, that may improve 
the game. Send me an email (See 10v24.net/#email). I am particularly interested in hearing if the rules 
are confusing, or if you make modifications of the rules. 


Theme 


In this game, you are a wanderer in the desert (the deserted land), looking for the wisdom or inspiration 
of desert people -- hermits, prophets, loners, visionaries. You search and search, and then you find what 
you are looking for. 


The topography of this desert is that there is at least one ridge that connects a number of valleys. The 
players search for their desert people in the valleys. But to get to the valleys, they have to go up on the 
ridge. 


For the initial example, I will discuss the simplest version of the game, a "one-ridge" version. This 
version may take about 40 minutes to play through the first time, less time once you know the rules. 


Setup 


The materials for this game are: 


1) At least one deck of playing cards. This document will assume the common 52 card 
poker deck, but other decks may work. 


2) One six-sided die. 


3) Identifiable tokens, one for each player, which can fit practically on top of a playing 
card. 


4) A playing surface, sufficiently large. It will have to be big enough to contain a 7 x 6 grid 
of cards. 


5) At least one source of sayings of a desert person or people. Examples include Ramon 
Llull's Book of the Lover and the Beloved, the books of the major and minor prophets of the 
Hebrew Bible, Simone Weil's Gravity and Grace, collections of sayings of the Christian 
desert monks such as those translated by Benedicta Ward -- or non-Judeo-Christian sources 
like Nietzsche, Sufis, or Hindu or Buddhist monks. Sayings of the Christian desert monks 
might be a good thing to start with (See Appendix for information on finding these 
sayings.) 


6) A way to write things down so that all can see what has been written. 


7) (Optional) Something to dampen the sound of the die as you roll it. 


Prepare the field of play like so: 


1) Sort the cards of a deck into their suits: diamonds, hearts, clubs, and spades. 

2) Within each suit, order the cards from ace to king: A2345678910JQK. 

3) Choose one suit to sit out: for instance, remove diamonds. 

4) Remove the face cards (J Q K) from one of the remaining suits: for instance, hearts. 


5) Stack the ordered suits that remain into one stack: in our example, clubs, spades, and the 
remaining hearts. These form a deck of 36 cards. 


6) Now shuffle the deck once, and cut it once or twice. 


7) Place the deck face down and deal the cards from the deck face down on the playing 
surface, in a six by six grid, in some kind of logical pattern: probably the most realistic, in 
thematic terms, is to deal in order within each row, so 


row 1: card 1, card 2, card 3, card 4, card 5, card 6 
row 2: card 7, card 8, card 9, card 10, card 11, card 12 
row 3: card 13, card 14, card 15, card 16, card 17, card 18 


works. 


8) Now, using the full suit from the set-aside portion of the deck (in our example, 
diamonds), label each row with the card corresponding to the number of the row. So: 


row 1: A of diamonds, card 1, card 2, card 3, card 4, card 5, card 6 
row 2: 2 of diamonds, card 7, card 8, card 9, card 10, card 11, card 12 
row 3: 3 of diamonds, card 13, card 14, card 15, card 16, card 17, card 18 


The label cards form the ridge. The rows to the right of them form the valleys. 9) Set aside 
the cards not used. (You will not need them in this version of the game.) 10) Each player 
chooses a token to represent themselves. 


Play 
Initial: 


1) Each player is called by a certain desert person. For this example, I will be using sayings 
of the desert fathers. There were many desert fathers. You don't know which one of them 
called you, by name, but you know the sign by which they are recognized when you do find 
them. In gameplay terms, the sign is the number and suit of a particular card, one of the 36. 
The player thinks of a suit and number of a card that could be in the valleys and writes their 
sign on a piece of paper, where all can see it. 


2) The Spirit leads each player to their starting position on the ridge. In gameplay terms, 
each player rolls the die to find their initial position: for instance, player 1 rolls a 2 and 
starts up on the ridge, above the valley of 2 (in our example, put the player's token on the 2 
of diamonds card). 


Midgame: Each player takes turns. In each player's turn, they can choose to search for their person in 
the valley, or try to climb up to the ridge. The Spirit leads them in the wilderness. 


1) If they start their turn in a valley, or on the ridge overlooking it, they can search in it. To 
search in the valley, they roll the die. If they start in the valley and roll the same number as 
where they are, they don't move. Otherwise they move to the corresponding card to the 
right of the ridge, so, if for instance player 1 (who starts at 2 on the ridge) rolls a 4, they 
would end up on card 10 below: 


row 1: A of diamonds, card 1, card 2, card 3, card 4, card 5, card 6 
row 2: 2 of diamonds, card 7, card 8, card 9, card 10*, card 11, card 12 
row 3: 3 of diamonds, card 13, card 14, card 15, card 16, card 17, card 18 


After rolling the die, whether they move or not, the card where they end up can be flipped 
over to reveal the desert person residing in that part of the wilderness. 


a) If the card does not match the sign by which the player was called, they flip 
it back over and leave their token there, and their turn ends. But 


b) if it matches the sign by which the player was called, they are done with the 
game. If you want to think competitively, they have taken their place -- if first, 
then the first place. Then they hear their saying, chosen out of the book of 
sayings: the player chooses a place in the book in some way -- by what speaks 
to them as they look, or by whim, intuition, or randomly -- and then reads aloud 
the wisdom spoken by the person, found on that page. 


2) If they are in the valley, they can roll the die to see if they manage to climb up to the 
ridge. They have to say that they're going to do this before they attempt. (Otherwise it's 
assumed that their die roll searches in the valley.) If the die comes up greater than three, 
they make it up to the ridge. Or, if they happen to start the turn on the valley card closest to 
the ridge, they can go directly to the ridge without rolling the die. After either successfully 
or unsuccessfully attempting to climb the ridge, the player's turn ends. 


3) If the player starts their turn on the ridge, they can roll the die to choose a ridge card of 
the corresponding number and move there (or if it's the same, stay there). Or they can enter 
the adjacent valley by declaring that they are entering it and rolling a die to search the 
valley. (If they make no declaration, it is assumed that they are travelling on the ridge.) 


Endgame: Continue playing until all players have found their person. If two players have chosen the 
same sign, the first player will discover the name of the desert person when they look up their saying. 
The second will find another saying from that person. 


Variations 


1. "Spiritual Quest": When you discover a sign and read a saying, you can choose another one and keep 
looking. 


2. "Fog of Wilderness": When players search a location, they look at the card in such a way that other 
people do not see it. 


3. "The Mountain": Multiple decks are used. Each deck can have its own book of sayings. You can use 
decks that have identifiably different backs, or ones that don't. There is a desert, and a mountain face, 
for each deck. The mountain faces for all the decks form one mountain, which connects to each of the 
desert ridges. The mountain face is a space where all the cards of a deck go that weren't dealt as part of 
the desert (the 10 cards which are neither the 36 cards of the desert valleys nor the 6 cards that identify 
the desert ridges). Make ridges in the mountain face, like so (u = card laid out face up; d = card laid out 
face down; mtn = rows of mountain ridges; des = rows of desert ridges and valleys): 
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When called, your sign can be any of the face down cards of either mountain or desert. Instead of 
searching the valley of a mountain face, you search its ridges. (You roll to find which of the face up 
cards you can go to, and then on another turn roll again to pick out a face down card.) The mountain 
ridge connecting to each desert leads to the ridge of the desert. (You can travel between the face up card 
of mtn 4 and the des 1 ace.) So the mountain is the way to get from one desert to another. The peak of 
one face of the mountain (face up of mtn 1) connects to the other peaks (if you are at a peak, you can 
use a turn to move to the peak card of your choice). Mountain ridges are identified by cards greater 
than 6 (because all the unused cards are higher than 6). Two dice (or one die rolled twice) are used to 
seek for mountain ridges. If a mountain ridge is identified by a king, roll two six-sided dice and add 
one when trying to move between ridges, so that it's possible to get 13. Otherwise roll two six-sided 
dice and do not add one. 


4. Multiple callings: Each player seeks more than one sign from the beginning. 


5. Hidden callings: The call is secret and the player writes it down on a piece of paper without showing 
anyone, and puts it somewhere trustworthy, so people know that there is no cheating. 


6. Common callings: Each player seeks one or more common sign. For instance, when playing a 
Nietzsche book, everyone has to find Nietzsche, since there's only one Nietzsche. Once one person 
finds Nietzsche, the game is easier for everyone else since they know which valley (or mountain ridge) 
he's in. 


Appendix 


If you want sources of desert sayings, you may need to buy a book for Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, or Weil, 
or perhaps some of the Islamic, Buddhist, or Hindu sources you might seek. Llull's Book of the Lover 
and the Beloved can be found free online, as can some collections of sayings of the Desert Fathers 
(sometimes known as "verba seniorum"). The Bible can be found for free online. All these can be found 
with an online search. 


